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Abstract
Worldwide, dissertation experiences are acknowledged to be challenging endeavors for students and the faculty
members who advise them, and dissertation completion continues to be a concern when seeking to improve
overall doctoral graduation rates. Although a number of factors have been associated with completion rates
across disciplines, further research is needed within professional psychology graduate programs to understand
overall student dissertation experiences. In this USA-based investigation, a mixed-method design was used to
examine the experiences of 25 professional psychology doctoral graduates' dissertation experiences, 12 of
which were self-identified as positive and 13 as negative. Participants with positive experiences typically had
supportive relationships with their dissertation chairs and committee members, which enhanced their research
confidence and professional development. Participants with negative dissertation experiences typically had
difficult relationships with dissertation chairs and committee members, which was associated with immediate
and long-lasting negative consequences for participants' professional growth and emotional well-being. The
advisory working alliance was stronger for graduates with positive than negative experiences, although research
attitudes and self-efficacy beliefs were not different between the two groups.
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The doctoral degree, according to the Council of Graduate Schools ([6]), is intended to prepare students to learn,
integrate, apply, disseminate, and communicate knowledge. Many graduate programs assess these abilities
partly through the dissertation, which often represents the culmination of the doctoral experience and of
students' research training. To meet the challenges inherent in the dissertation, doctoral programs strive to
prepare students for its rigors and thus enable them to complete their doctoral degrees. Somewhat alarmingly,
however, fewer than half of all students entering doctoral programs finish, with about half of those who do not
finish having completed all requirements except the dissertation (Bowen & Rudenstine, [4]; Council of Graduate
Schools, [6], [9]; Davis & Parker, [10]). Furthermore, these poor completion rates are not restricted to the USA
and appear to be of concern worldwide (McCallin & Nayar, [37]). Such high attrition rates among doctoral
students who have completed all but the dissertation are of concern to students, graduate programs, and
universities, for completion as well as non-completion of a doctoral program demands substantial student,
university, and granting agency resources in both time and money.
Since student attrition rates from doctoral programs can be linked, at least in part, to difficulties in completing a
dissertation, it seems reasonable that graduate students' experiences of such events would have drawn
empirical interest. Surprisingly, however, little research on dissertation experiences exists. In the current study,
then, we sought to investigate the experiences of graduates who had recently completed their dissertations and
had either predominantly self-identified positive or negative experiences. We use the term chair to describe the
role of the faculty member who was responsible for facilitating, monitoring, and evaluating the student's
dissertation progress and completion. It may also be important to note the US context, for this investigation was
completed with participants from US universities. As such, students typically work with a dissertation committee
that is comprised of a chair who presides over a dissertation committee and two to four dissertation committee
members, most of whom are faculty at the students' university.

Research on dissertation experiences

By the time students begin working on their dissertation, they would have often completed the required
coursework for the doctoral degree, passed their doctoral comprehensive exams, and completed pre-

dissertation research projects. Despite having successfully completed these requirements, many students still
struggle with the dissertation, for the amount of dedication, time, and emotional energy required to complete a
dissertation is often more than students anticipate. Thus, "being bright is not enough" (Hawley, [24], p. 1).
Although many factors influence students' difficulty in completing their dissertation (e.g. financial
considerations, personality characteristics, and university and department policies), five main themes emerged
in the empirical literature which relate to the current study: students' research training, chair and student
expectations, the chair–advisee relationship, interpersonal difficulties in the advising relationship, and social
support.
First, early research training is believed to be essential for successful dissertation development, specifically
helping students to develop a realistic perspective of the work required to complete a dissertation (Kluever,
[32]; Smith, Brownell, Simpson, & Deshler, [46]). Research assistantships and work on faculty research teams
have been endorsed by faculty members as a way to facilitate program completion, for such training fosters
research self-efficacy (Faghihi, Rakow, & Ethington, [12]; Gelso, [14], [15]; Gelso & Lent, [17]) and also eases the
transition from coursework to independent researcher (Delamont, Atkinson, & Parry, [11]). Furthermore, many
faculties believe that students' lack of preparation as independent researchers is an important barrier to
program completion (Isaac, Quinlan, & Walker, [29]). Early research educational and supervision experiences,
then, may be particularly influential in mitigating the transition from student to independent researcher
(Delamont et al., [11]; McCallin & Nayar, 2012).
Second, students and faculty often do not agree on expectations for a dissertation (Brause, [5]), particularly with
regard to appropriateness of topics, level of interpersonal contact and guidance, feedback on quality of work,
ways to address administrative concerns, and importance of a dissertation to career aspirations (Aspland,
Edwards, O'Learly, & Ryan, [1]). For instance, faculty may see dissertations as an opportunity to impart
additional research skills, whereas students view completion of the dissertation as a potential hurdle to gaining
a credential (Brause, [5]). In the presence of such inconsistent expectations, students often feel insecure and are
unable to focus on their dissertations (Nerad & Miller, [38]). Interestingly, when student expectations about
advisee/chair roles, the nature of the advising relationship, and procedures and communication with the
committee matched those of faculty, students reported higher levels of satisfaction with their program
(Goulden, [21]), which may translate into more productive dissertation experiences. Similarly, when students'
expectations were unmet in advising relationships, students were dissatisfied with the advising relationship, and
they went elsewhere for advisement (Schlosser, Knox, Moskovitz, & Hill, [45]).
Third, the quality of the chair–student relationship seems to be vital to the successful completion of a
dissertation. Students see chairs as key sources of support during their dissertation (Barnes, Williams, & Stassen,
[2]; Kluever, [32]), perhaps a reason that doctoral graduates reported having supportive and encouraging chairs,
whereas all but dissertation (ABD) students reported that "faculty did not care if they finished" (Katz, [31], pp.
8–9). It may be that strong chair–student relationships mitigate factors that adversely influence dissertation
experiences (Gelso, [16]). For instance, feelings of social and intellectual isolation that students experience
during their dissertation are typically alleviated through chair support, encouragement, and positive feedback
(Delamont et al., [11]; Flynn, Chasek, Harper, Murphy, & Jorgensen, [13]; Kluever, Green, & Katz, [33]).
Furthermore, positive chair–student relationships are associated with students' stronger research self-efficacy
beliefs, positive feelings toward research, and positive growth as a researcher (Schlosser & Gelso, [42]; Schlosser
& Gelso, [43]; Schlosser & Kahn, [44]; Schlosser et al., [45]), which may be important to sustaining the necessary
confidence and motivation to complete a dissertation. Additionally, students indicated that supportive chair
relationships were important for keeping the dissertation project in perspective (Germeroth, [19]) and for
meeting their specific needs (Barnes et al., [2]).

Fourth, research suggests that faculty and students sometimes have difficulty negotiating the interpersonal
aspects of that relationship (Goodman, [20]; Knox, Schlosser, Pruitt, & Hill, [35]; Knox et al., [34]). For example,
Goodman ([20]) found that students struggled to balance their independence from and interdependence with
their chair. Faculty similarly expressed concerns and confusion about interpersonal relations with students, and
specifically acknowledged feeling uncertain regarding when to offer guidance and when to allow for student
autonomy. Such struggles may be particularly problematic for students who are afraid of approaching their
dissertation chairs for fear of repercussions (e.g. negative evaluation, use of power), and consequently may not
assert their own opinions with regard to their dissertations (Heinrich, [25]). Students' unwillingness to address
concerns about the dissertation or conflicts within the relationship may be further exacerbated by faculty who
remain unaware of, or choose to ignore, the power they wield in dissertation advising relationships (Heinrich,
[25]). Here again, the quality of the chair–student relationship may be critical to negotiating these struggles, for
conflict was addressed and worked through in positive relationships and avoided in more difficult relationships
(Schlosser et al., [45]).
Fifth, other support systems, such as friends and family, are also influential during students' dissertation
experiences (Cao, [8]; Flynn et al., [13]; Lenz, [36]). More specifically, emotional support from friends and peers
mitigates the isolating effects of a dissertation, and friends' and peers' encouragement and feedback on various
aspects of the dissertation process (e.g. conceptualization, writing, faculty relationships, and time management)
helped students continue to progress toward completion (Delamont et al., [11]; Pauley, [39]). Additionally,
support from other dissertating peers led to the completion of major dissertation goals; improved
communication with chair, committee members, or mentors; and increased feelings of competence (Flynn et al.,
[13]; Pauley, [39]). Interestingly, support from families yielded mixed results with regard to dissertation
completion: in one study, family concerns hindered dissertation completion because they distracted students
from working on their dissertations, but students who completed their dissertation also rated their families as
significantly more supportive than students who identified as ABD (Green & Kluever, [23]).

Purpose of study
Although the above studies provide some initial evidence about dissertation experiences, these studies also
provide a narrow view of the events surrounding students' dissertation work. For instance, the large majority of
these studies were surveys (i.e. Aspland et al., [1]; Brause, [5]; Faghihi et al., [12]; Germeroth, [19]; Goulden,
[21]; Green, [22]; Green & Kluever, [23]; Isaac et al., [29]; Katz, [31]; Kluever, [32]; Kluever et al., [33]), which
constricted participant responses, thus offering a limited view of the dissertation process. Additionally, we have
little information on student's experiences of completing a dissertation, particularly those elements they
perceive as positive or negative. For example, we understand some factors that are related to completion and
non-completion of dissertations, but we do not know whether students have positive or difficult experiences
with these factors. Understanding how positive and negative dissertation (ND) experiences affect students, may
help expand our understanding of how these contrasting experiences may be motivating or debilitating to
students, perhaps also leading to a better discernment of why students are successful or struggle to complete
their dissertations.
To understand this phenomenon, we used a mixed-method approach. First, we used consensual qualitative
research (CQR; Hill et al., [26]; Hill, Thompson, & Williams, [27]) to explore participants' dissertation experiences
in greater depth, specifically focusing on factors that contributed to the experience being self-identified as
positive or negative, on chair and committee relationships, and on the effect of such experiences on
dissertators. Second, we were interested in learning whether participants differed in their perceptions of their
research self-efficacy beliefs, research skills, and advisory working alliance with their dissertation chairs based
on the nature of their dissertation experiences after having identified whether their experiences were positive

or negative. As such, these additional self-ratings would provide information on participants' perceptions after
the completion of their dissertations. We hypothesized that those students who reported ND experiences would
have poorer research self-efficacy, research skills, and advisory working alliances in comparison to those
students who reported positive dissertation (PD) experiences.

Method
Participants, the research team, the interview process, and data analysis procedures are described below. This
investigation was approved by the appropriate institutional review board.

Participants

All 25 participants had graduated from a clinical or counseling psychology doctoral program within the previous
three years. Participants were from 25 different graduate programs across the USA. Twelve participants
reported predominately PD experiences (all female; eight European American, one African-American, one Asian
American, one Latina, and one Biracial; eight clinical psychology PhD program, three clinical psychology Psy.D.
program, and one counseling psychology PhD program; average age = 31.92, SD = 5.76), whereas 13 (all female;
11 European American and two African American; 10 clinical psychology PhD program and three clinical
psychology PsyD program; average age = 43.08, SD = 10.85) participants reported predominantly negative
experiences. Although students predominately completed quantitative projects for their dissertations (n = 17),
four indicated completing qualitative studies and four indicated completing mixed qualitative and quantitative
studies. We attempted to recruit male and more counseling psychology participants, but were unable to do so.

Interviewers and auditors

The research team consisted of five team members. The first and second authors, a 48-year-old European
American male and a 46-year-old European American female, were faculty members in a counseling psychology
program and both had significant dissertation advising experience. Additionally, there were three doctoral
students from a counseling psychology program on the team: the students were 31, 32, and 45 years of age and
all were European American females. In addition to the five primary team members, a 58-year-old European
American female and a 35-year-old Ashkenazi American Jewish male, both faculty members in counseling
psychology doctoral programs, served as auditors for all phases of the project (and were the final two authors).
The first two and last two authors were experienced CQR researchers.

Interview and auditor biases
Since researcher biases may influence data collection or analyses, the authors documented and discussed their
biases regarding the study. All of the authors felt positively about their research experiences during graduate
school. Although all of the authors identified the mentoring received through their advising relationships as one
of the most important factors in creating a positive research training experience and as essential to increasing
their research self-efficacy, only four of the seven authors felt adequately supported by their chairs during their
doctoral research training and subsequent work on the dissertation. Only one of the seven authors identified
negative aspects of the dissertation process, and these factors were associated with cumbersome administrative
policies enacted by the university that interfered with the timely completion of a dissertation.

Measures
Advisory working alliance inventory-student version (AWAI-S)

The advisory working alliance inventory–student version (AWAI-S) (Schlosser & Gelso, [42]) is a self-report
measure designed to assess advisees' perceptions of the alliance between the advisee and her/his graduate
advisor. The scale consists of 30 items that refer to the nature and function of the advising alliance. Schlosser
and Gelso reported strong internal consistency and test-retest reliability and found significant large positive

correlations with relationship measures and significant moderate correlations with research attitude and selfefficacy measures. The total scale score was used for this study; the alpha coefficient was.96.

Attitudes toward research scale

The attitudes toward research scale (ATRS) (Royalty, Gelso, Mallinckrodt, & Garrett, [41]) is an 8-item scale that
measures respondents' interest in research and the extent to which they intend to integrate research into their
future careers. For this study, the four Likert-type items that assess respondents' current feelings toward
research were used. The ATRS has been shown to have strong internal consistency (Schlosser & Gelso, [42]) and
is positively correlated with other measures of research interest and self-efficacy (Gelso, Mallinckrodt, & Judge,
[18]; Royalty et al., [41]). The alpha coefficient for this study was.72.

Self-efficacy in research measure-short form

The original self-efficacy in research measure–short form (SERM-S) (Phillips & Russell, [40]) is a 33-item selfreport measure assessing respondents' research self-efficacy beliefs. When responding to items, respondents
indicate their confidence in either their ability to perform a research task or in their belief that they possess the
necessary research skills, using a scale from 0 (no confidence) to 9 (complete confidence). The brief version of
the SERM was created by selecting the three items with the highest item-to-subscale total correlations for each
of the original four factors (research design skills, practical research skills, quantitative and computer skills, and
writing skills; Kahn & Scott, [30]). Internal consistency (alpha) was.90 for the SERM-S in Kahn and Scott ([30])
and.93 for the current study.

Demographic form

Participants were asked about age, sex, race/ethnicity, degree program (i.e. PhD and Psy.D.), level of training,
area of specialization (i.e. clinical psychology or counseling psychology), and nature of dissertation (i.e.
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method).

Interview protocols

The research team collaboratively developed parallel interview protocols for positive and ND experiences. We
developed questions based upon the empirical research and personal experiences as chairs. Three counseling
psychology faculty members with over 20 years of experience in advising dissertations reviewed the protocols
and provided feedback, which was incorporated to refine questions. Four team members then conducted pilot
interviews to assess the content and clarity of the questions, resulting in some minor modifications of the
protocol. The final semi-structured interview provided a standard set of questions to all participants (see
Appendix 1), although interviewers were encouraged to go into greater depth on topics or pursue additional
topics as needed based on participants' responses. As part of the protocol, we asked about general research
experiences and sense of efficacy about research prior to their dissertation, experiences doing the dissertation
(e.g. feelings about dissertation, sense of efficacy in completing the dissertation, relationships with dissertation
chair and other committee members, and factors that contributed to the experience being positive or negative),
and the effect of the interview on the participant. The follow-up interview was unstructured; it covered
questions the researcher might have had to clarify information from the first interview and invited participants
to share reactions to the first interview. Data analysis considered information gathered from both interviews.

Procedures for data collection
Recruitment of advisees
Invitations for participation for the study were posted to the Society of Counseling Psychology (i.e. Division 17)
and the Association of Psychology Postdoctoral and Internship Center (i.e. intern and post-doctorate) listservs. A
written description of the study, criteria for participation, and researcher contact information were provided in
the listserv announcements. The criteria for participation were that counseling or clinical psychology graduates

must have graduated within the past three years and must have completed an empirically-based (i.e. qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed-method) dissertation. After potential participants contacted the first author, they were
sent a research packet that included a letter of introduction to the study, letter of informed consent, interview
protocol, demographic form, and the three quantitative measures (i.e. AWAI-S, ATRS, and SERM-S) which were
randomly ordered. During these initial contacts, the first author queried potential participants whether they
would classify their dissertation experience as predominately positive or negative. Although 28 graduates
expressed initial interest in participating, only 25 returned the demographic form, AWAI-S, ATR, SERM-S, and
informed consent letter. After materials were received, a research team member contacted the participant to
arrange for the first phone interview.

Interviews
Each of the interviewers completed between three and five audio-taped interviews, comprised of both the initial
and follow-up interviews with participants. Each of the first interviews lasted 55–150 min and the follow-up
interviews (conducted about 2 weeks later) lasted 15–30 min.

Transcription
All interviews were transcribed verbatim, excluding minimal encouragers and other non-language utterances.
Any personally identifying information was deleted from the transcription and participants were assigned a code
number to protect confidentiality.

Procedures for data analysis

We used CQR (see Hill et al., [26], [27] for a complete description of the analytic procedures) to analyze the data.
These procedures included identifying domains for the data, coding data into the domains, developing core
ideas or abstracts from the data in the domains for each individual case, and then creating a cross-analysis that
included all of the data from each case for each domain. During the cross-analysis phase, the goal is to identify
categories or themes that emerge across cases. All decisions regarding the data analysis were determined by a
consensus of research team members and were then reviewed by the auditors. In the final phase of the analysis,
two cases (randomly selected from the original cases in each team's study) that had been withheld from the
initial cross-analysis were inserted into the cross-analysis to determine if the addition of these new data
substantially changed the categories or frequencies in the initial cross-analysis. We determined that the domains
and categories were stable because none of the category titles changed after the cases were inserted, and there
were only five minor changes in the frequencies of categories. These final category titles are represented in
Tables12.

Table 1. Experiences with research during graduate program.
Domain and category
Positive diss Illustrative examples of positive diss
frequency
Pre-dissertation research
experiences
Substantial
Worked on faculty
research teams/lab

Typical
Typical

Miscellaneous research
experiences
Completed master's
thesis

Typical

None to minimal
research experiences

Variant

Experiences that affected
RDSE
Experiences that
increased RDSE
Prior research
experiences with faculty
Receiving positive
feedback/support for
research Skills
Navigating research
process well

Variant

"I worked as my chair's research coordinator,
and had the opportunity to participate in all
phases of several research projects, which
eventually led to conference presentations and
publications."
"I was invited by another faculty member to
collaborate on a research study with his team."
"My program required that we complete a
masters thesis in our first year of our doctoral
program, and this research had to be an
original piece of research."
"I had no research experience with faculty in
my program prior to my dissertation."

General
Typical
Typical
Typical

Negative
diss
frequency
Typical
Typical

Illustrative examples of negative diss

"As a student, I worked as a research
assistant with my chair on clinical trial
studies, which also led to conference
presentations and publications."

–
Variant

"I worked on a masters thesis prior to
my dissertation, and I completed all
aspects of research for that project."

Variant

"My program did not require me to
complete any research prior to working
on my dissertation."

General
"... working as a research coordinator and on a
team with my chair helped me to become
more confident in my abilities as a researcher."
"... my chair never let me feel like I did not
know what I was doing and she was always
encouraging me."
"I faced some struggles in completing my
research, but worked through these challenges
by reading, talking with my chair, and
continuing to work on the problem until it was
resolved."

Typical
–
–

"... meeting weekly in a research team
helped increase my confidence as a
researcher."

Education about
research

Variant

Having dissertation
proposal defense go well

Variant

Learning statistics from
experts outside of
program faculty

–

Experiences that
decreased RDSE
Difficulties with research
process

"I had some solid research courses that really
helped me feel confident in my research
abilities.'
"My committee said 'you"ve done a great job,
and you're ready to go,' which really helped me
feel good about my abilities."

General
Typical

Self-criticism/lack of
confidence in research
ability

–

Lack of support/poor
preparation for research

Variant

Poor navigation of
research process
Nothing decreased RDSE

Variant

Limited research
opportunities

–

Variant

–
–
Variant

General
"I had terrible experiences with statistics, and
consequently I had difficulty figuring out the
right quantitative analyses."

–

"My chair did not like my original ideas for a
dissertation, which left me feeling uncertain of
my ability to conceptualize a study."
"I had such a hard time recruiting participants
that I felt I was doing something wrong."
"Nothing really went wrong, so I remained
optimistic and confident throughout the
project."

–

Typical

"I learned everything I know about
research, including stats, from a
professor at another university rather
then from my own department faculty."

"... my own self-criticism and lack of
confidence in my research abilities had a
detrimental effect on my self-efficacy. I
never felt like I knew what was going
on."

–
–
Variant

"My program was a clinically-based
culture, and opportunities for research
were limited."
Note: RDSE = Research/dissertation self-efficacy. Dashes indicate that a category did not emerge in this event. Frequencies that are bolded reflect two
levels of differences in the frequency.

Table 2. Specific Positive and Negative Dissertation Experiences with Illustrative Examples.
Domain and category
Positive
Illustrative examples of positive diss
Negative
diss
diss
frequency
frequency
How selected topic
Interested in/Had prior
General
Typical
experience with topic
Grew out of thesis or
Typical
"I worked with my chair on his program of –
other
research and on his research teams, and
academic/research
my chair encouraged my interest and
experiences
supported continuing this work for my
dissertation."
Grew out of personal
Variant
"Some family members struggled with
Typical
experience/interest
depression, so I became interested in
factors that contributed to depression and
potential treatments."

Grew out of clinical
experiences

Variant

Had access to
sample/data

Variant

Topic influenced by
chair

Variant

Recognized need for
more research in
selected area
To expedite dissertation
completion

–
–

"My work with suicide intervention and
prevention really piqued my interest in
research this area."
"I had access to a longitudinal data set
through my chair, so I selected a topic that
corresponded with this information."
"During our weekly meetings my chair and
I tossed around ideas and hypotheses until
we arrived at a topic and project that
eventually became my dissertation."

–

Illustrative examples of negative diss

"... my program allowed students to choose a
topic of interest and then identify a dissertation
chair who was willing to work on that topic. So, I
wrote several papers on my area of interest, and
pitched the idea to a faculty member who was
interested and agreed to become my
dissertation chair."

–
–

Variant
Variant

"I became fascinated with female offenders and I
knew there was not much research available on
this population."
"I had a sample of clients with a wide-range of
clinical diagnoses through my work setting, so I
chose a topic that would fit with this
population."

Relationship with
dissertation chair
Nature of relationship
Positive
Responsive and
supportive

General
General

Provided structure and
guidance

Typical

Allowed for
independence

Variant

Negative
Non-responsive/had
limited availability

Variant
–

Insufficient structure
and guidance provided

Variant

Chair was critical

–

Mixed (both positive
and negative elements)

–

Effect of power
differences between
chair/P on dissertation

"... he was the most wonderful person and
he was extremely supportive ... whatever
positive experiences I had in graduate
school could largely be attributed to him."
"... he was accessible without watching to
closely ... [and] offered the nuts and bolts
feedback that I needed."
"... he trusted me to do the research
without holding my hand through the
whole process."

"Although my chair was emotionally
supportive, he did not always answer my
questions and he did not provide much
structure or guidance in how to address
some problems."

Variant
Variant

"My chair was supportive, encouraging, collegial,
provided constructive criticism, and had respect
for all students."

–
–
Typical
Typical

Variant

Variant
Variant

"My chair was always busy, and it would take
one to two months for him to respond to drafts
of my work ... often the feedback was provided
in short sentences or questions that were
worded abruptly or curtly."
"After a couple of years into the dissertation
process, I became increasingly frustrated with
my chair's disorganization ... his [dissertation
chair] feedback was vague and it did not help me
see what I needed to do."
"I felt uneasy and incompetent around my chair,
and he often was highly critical of my work."
"... he was a very nice person, but he had no
experience chairing a dissertation and I often felt
that I had check what he told me for accuracy.
Additionally, I failed my first proposal meeting
because he had not properly prepared me for
the meeting."

Neutral or positive

General

Negative because chair
abused power

Variant

Relationship with
dissertation committee
Nature of relationship
Positive/supportive

Typical

Minimal relationship
but available when
needed
Negative

Typical

Hostile/critical

–

Non-responsive/not
involved/had limited
availability
Effect of power
differences between
committee/P on
dissertation

Variant

–

"... my chair was very careful with power
in our relationship and never abused it,
and in fact, she used her power to
advocate on my behalf."
"Sometimes my chair cracked down on me
in a harsh way."

Variant

"My committee was very helpful, and they
provided feedback that was useful ... it
was clear to me they wanted me to
develop the best dissertation possible."
"... committee members were warm and
friendly, but they provided minimal
feedback and were minimally involved."
"I had some difficult with a committee
member who was not a member of our
department, and it seemed like he had a
strong need to prove himself by making
some changes for the sake of making
changes."

Typical

Typical

–

"... it felt like the relationship became more
equal during the experience, in fact, at one point
my chair started signing her first name when
emailing me."
"My chair once told me that, 'I am not letting
you graduate until you walk across the burning
sands, because I will be the one signing off on
you and it is my reputation on the line.' ... [and]
he also repeatedly reminded me that he could
fail me at anytime."

"My committee was great, one member
provided helpful feedback on my writing, while
the statistician was also helpful and never made
me feel stupid for asking a question."

Typical

Typical

Variant

"One committee member was negative,
attacking, and critical during the proposal and
defense, and offered no suggestions that were
useful to the project."
"... often I would email or call committee
members, but I would hear nothing back."

Neutral/no affect

Typical

Negative because
committee member(s)
hostile/abused power

–

Factors that contributed
to dissertation as positive
Experience
Support from:
Chair

General
Typical

Committee

Typical

Friends/Family

Variant

Other professionals

–

Enjoyed dissertation
research process

Typical

"I respected their work and opinions, and
the relationship felt pretty equal. The
power difference between us had no
effect at all."

"I had a wonderful relationship with my
chair throughout the whole process; she
helped me with all aspects of the process,
and helped me keep my anxiety in check
so that I could complete the work."
"I just knew they [committee members]
wanted me to succeed."

Variant

"I felt that one committee member treated me
as a colleague, so I did not feel there was much
of a power difference between us."

General

"One committee member sent me nasty emails
telling me that I could not analyze data in the
way that I intended, even though was consulting
with a national expert on this area of analysis
and the committee member had limited
experience with the analysis. Eventually my
dissertation chair had to intervene."

General
Variant

Variant

"I had several friends who were in the
midst of their dissertation, so we rallied
around each other and helped each other
out."

Variant

"I was interested in the research from the
beginning to the end. I felt excited about
the research, the results, and my
dissertation committee complimented me
on my work throughout."

–

Variant

"My chair met with my every other week and
offered help, suggestions, and support."

"One male committee member in particular was
very supportive; giving me feedback and
guidance that I did not receive from the chair."
"I would never had made it through the
dissertation without the support of my family
and friends."
"I developed a mentoring relationship with
another faculty [not a member of participant's
committee, nor in their academic department]
that was invested in mentoring and helping me
through the process."

Getting dissertation done
prior to internship

Variant

Sense of accomplishment
when dissertation
completed
Work with participants in
study

–

Factors that contributed
to dissertation as difficult
experience
Personal struggles with
process
Participant recruitment

"I was really glad to have completed my
dissertation prior to internship. I felt that I
could focus solely on internship and not
have to worry about recruitment or
analysis of data."

–

Variant

"I felt very proud of myself for getting through
what was a very difficult process."

–

Variant

"The highlight of the dissertation experiences
was the opportunity to meet face-to-face with
the participants in my study; they were very
inspiring."

General

Variant

Typical

Balancing life roles

Variant

Isolation/lack of
support
Hard to choose topic

Variant

Scheduling defense
meeting

Variant

Paying tuition during
dissertation

–

Variant

"I needed participants to have a specific
diagnosis for my study, and I had a hard
time finding willing participants who had
the specific diagnosis I needed. It was
frustrating at times."
"... managing my personal obligations and
other academic obligations was a
struggle."
"At times the work was tedious, and I felt
isolated working at home alone."
"Picking a general topic was easy, but
conceptualizing the literature felt like a
mess and it was hard to narrow a project
down to a few hypotheses."
"... faculty had conflicting schedules, so I
eventually had to bribe faculty with coffee
and donuts."

Variant

"I had started my pre-doctoral internship, and I
found it very hard to recruit participants when
the subject pool was in another state."

–
–
–

–
Variant

"I spent an extra $12,000 a year to bicker about
commas, which left me feeling very negative."

Difficulties with
chair/committee
members

Variant

"One faculty member asked silly questions
during the proposal meeting to
demonstrate his knowledge to others in
the room. These questions were out of the
blue and really did not seem connected to
my research, but none-the-less I felt
pressured to answer the questions."

General

Organizational barriers
with school/IRB

Variant

"The IRB review process was more strict
then I anticipated, and I really never
understood the reasoning for the full IRB
review."

Variant

Lack of chair/committee
member(s) competence

–

Effect of dissertation on P
Professional effects
Positively affected
confidence and
professional activities

Typical

Variant

"I recently received some positive
feedback on my dissertation at a national
conference. It helped me realize my chair
and committee were right, it was a big
accomplishment, and I feel more confident
in my research skills after this experience."

"My chair was manipulative. He allowed me to
propose my dissertation, but then confronted
me during the proposal meeting, indicating that
he had instructed me to do certain things in the
proposal that he had not instructed me to do. I
felt like I received mixed messages from him, and
if I made my own decisions he would become
very angry with me."
"... the school did not have an organized timeline
for the dissertation that was very pragmatic ...
additionally, the school lost my dissertation and
failed to tell me that is was lost, although they
did not forget to bill me for tuition."
"... my chair misled me several times, and I was
left with the feeling that he lacked the
knowledge and preparation to chair a
dissertation."

Variant

"Although I am more cautious regarding
participant recruitment, I feel confident in my
ability to conduct research."

Typical

"I laugh when people ask me if I am going to
publish my dissertation. My committee made
sure that I have no confidence in my writing
ability. I am going to be a psychologist and never
do research again."
"After the difficulties of my dissertation, I just
lost interest in the topic. I am just glad it
[dissertation] is done."
"With all of the criticism that I received, I
became convinced the research that conducted
was not very important."

Negatively affected
confidence and
professional activities

–

Felt disinterested
in/disliked topic

–

Variant

Felt dissertation not
quality or important
research
Emotional effects

–

Variant

Negative affective
experience during
dissertation
Angry/frustrated

–

Powerless and fearful

–

Overwhelming
stress/traumatic

–

Typical

Sad and disappointed

–

Variant

Disrespected
Negative affective
experience post-degree

–
–

Variant
Typical

Glad to be done

Variant

Variant

General
"There were times the dissertation
seemed endless, and it was frustrating to
me that the project seemed to take more
time than I originally had anticipated."

Typical

"I was angry with my chair for being so critical
and hostile toward me, and I was also angry with
committee members for letting it happen."

Typical

"I was an overwhelming experience, and I kept
thinking that "this can not be happening." I felt
pummeled into the ground ... eventually I just
rolled over to get it done."
"The level of stress that I was feeling was at
times overwhelming ... I eventually had to quit
work for a year to finish."
"I felt sad all of the time, like there was a cloud
hanging over me."
"I felt treated like a three-year-old."
"... even a year after the defense and graduation,
I still get ticked off; I feel traumatized and angry
... the alumni association recently asked me to
mentor new students. I told them to remove my
name from the all further mailings, I am not
interested and I never want to hear from you
again."

"I am still glowing, proud of getting it
–
finished, and really, really happy its done."
Note: Dashes indicate that a category did not emerge in this event. Frequencies that are bolded reflect two levels of differences in the frequency.

Participant review of results
A final draft of the study results was sent to all participants for comment, specifically asking them to verify that
their experiences were reflected in the results and to provide them with an opportunity to affirm their
confidentiality had been maintained in the manuscript. Although participants were not required to respond to
our request, 11 participants responded that (a) the results and manuscript were reflective of their personal
experience, (b) we maintained their confidentiality, and (c) there were no substantive changes to the results or
manuscript they could offer.

Results
Qualitative interview data
We first present the findings from participants' descriptions of their experiences with research during their
graduate program (see Table 1). These findings provide a context within which participants' later specific
positive and ND experiences may be understood. Next, we present the findings related to participants' selfidentified positive and ND experiences (see Table 2). Consistent with the revised frequency criteria developed by
Hill et al. ([26]), we labeled a category as general if it applied to all or all but one cases, typical if it applied to
more than half, and variant if it applied to at least two but fewer than half of the cases. For the purposes of
brevity, however, we discuss in this section only those categories that emerged as general and typical. Finally,
we provide prototypical case examples of our participants' positive and difficult dissertations experiences.

Experiences with research during graduate program
Both PD and ND participants had substantial research experiences prior to working on their dissertations, which
typically included working with faculty on research teams or in faculty research labs. Only PD participants noted
typically having additional miscellaneous research opportunities through clinical practicum experiences or with
other faculty beyond their primary chairs.
Both PD and ND participants had a number of experiences that increased their research/dissertation selfefficacy (RDSE), typically identifying prior research experiences with faculty as important to the development of
their confidence. Only PD participants typically noted experiences with positive feedback and support of their
research skills, as well as successfully navigating research projects as important to the positive development of
their RDSE. Despite the positive influences, however, both PD and ND participants typically had experiences that
negatively influenced their confidence in their RDSE beliefs. PD participants typically acknowledged that
difficulties in the research process had an adverse effect on their self-efficacy beliefs, a finding that did not
emerge for ND participants. However, ND participants typically cited self-criticism or lack of self-confidence
contributing more directly to their decreased feelings of RDSE, an experience that PD participants did not report.

Specific positive and negative dissertation experiences
How participant selected dissertation topic
Both PD (generally) and ND (typically) students selected their dissertation topic, because of an interest in or
prior experience with the subject area. In a more specific subcategory, only PD students selected their
dissertation topics based on their thesis or other academic research. For instance, one PD student indicated that
she had worked with her chair on his program of research and on his research teams, and wrote several papers
for class assignments on this research. The student shared these papers with her chair, who provided support
and encouragement to pursue this line of thinking for her dissertation. In a subcategory unique to ND students,
they typically developed their dissertation projects out of their own personal experiences or interests. For
example, one ND student stated:

my program allowed student to choose a topic of interest and then identify a dissertation chair who was
willing to work on that topic. So, I wrote several papers on my eventual topic, and pitched the idea to a
faculty member who was interested in the topic and who eventually became my dissertation chair.

Relationship with dissertation chair
With regard to relationships with their chairs, students discussed both the nature of their relationship and the
effect of power differences between themselves and their chairs on the dissertation. The PD students described
their relationships with their chairs as generally positive. In addition, PD students stated that their chairs were
generally responsive and supportive while working on the dissertation. For instance, one student indicated that
her chair was "the most wonderful person and he was extremely supportive ... whatever positive experiences I
had in graduate school could largely be attributed to him." Moreover, chairs of PD graduates also typically
provided structure and guidance regarding the dissertation work. As an example, a student stated that her chair
offered support on everything: "he was accessible without watching too closely [and] offered the nuts and bolts
feedback I needed."
In contrast, ND students typically had negative relationships with their chairs, also typically indicating that their
chairs were non-responsive and had limited availability. For example, one student noted that her chair "was
always busy, and it would take one to two months for him to respond to drafts of my work;" this student also
indicated that her chair provided one-sentence responses to questions and answered emails in an abrupt, curt
manner.
With regard to the effect of power differences between students and their chairs on the advising relationship,
PD students generally indicated that such difference had a positive or neutral effect. For example, a student
stated, "my chair was very careful with power in our relationship and never abused it, and in fact, she used her
power to advocate on my behalf." In contrast, ND students typically indicated that the power differential had a
negative effect. In one instance, a student was told by her chair, "I am not letting you graduate until you walk
across the burning sands, because I will be the one signing off on you and it is my reputation on the line." This
student was also repeatedly reminded by her chair that he could fail her at any time.

Relationship with dissertation committee
PD students typically found their relationships with committee members to be positive and supportive. One
student stated, "my committee was very helpful, and they provided feedback that was helpful it was clear to me
they wanted me to develop the best dissertation possible." PD students also typically indicated having a minimal
relationship with some committee members. Here, a student indicated that her dissertation committee
members were friendly and warm, but they provided minimal feedback and were minimally involved in her
dissertation.
Interestingly, ND students also typically indicated having a positive relationship with some dissertation
committee members. As an example, one student stated, "my committee was great, one member provided
helpful feedback on my writing, while the statistician was also helpful and never made me feel stupid for asking
a question." However, ND students also typically had negative relationships with committee members. In a
typical subcategory, students responded that some committee members were hostile and abused the power of
their position. For instance, one student stated, "one committee member was negative, attacking, and critical
during the proposal and defense, and offered no suggestions that were helpful to the project." Additionally, this
committee member asked the student to mentor some of his advisees on research projects and help them with
their work, making it clear that he expected the participant to work with his students and "he would not take no
for an answer."

With regard to the role of power differences between dissertating students and committee members, PD
students typically indicated that there were no or neutral effects. One student indicated that, "I respected their
work and opinions and the relationship felt pretty equal. The power difference between us really had no effect
at all." In contrast, ND students typically reported that committee members actively used their power, making
students concerned about the repercussions if they did not acquiesce to the demands of the committee
members. In one instance, a student had a statistician on her committee who claimed to be an expert with the
analyses the student intended to use. This committee member sent the student "nasty emails telling me that I
could not analyze the data in the way that I intended." Even though the student was consulting with a national
expert in this analytic technique, the committee member did not relent in his demands on the student until the
dissertation chair intervened and asked this committee member to cease her/his actions.

Factors that contributed to dissertation as positive experience
As an introductory note to the next two sections, we acknowledge that dissertation experiences were not solely
positive or negative. In fact, all of the dissertation experiences involved both positive and negative elements.
Both PD and ND students generally indicated that the support they received during the dissertation process was
positive. In addition, PD students indicated that support from their chair was important, with one student noting
that, "I had a wonderful relationship with my chair through the whole process, she helped me with all aspects of
the process, and helped me to keep my anxiety in check so that I could complete the work." Moreover, PD
students indicated that committee members were also supportive during the dissertation. Here, one student
stated, "I just knew they [committee members] wanted me to succeed." Finally, PD students also typically
reported that their enjoyment of the research process contributed to the positive nature of the dissertation
experience. For example, one student indicated, "I was interested in my research from the beginning to the end.
I felt excited about the research, the results, and my dissertation committee complimented me on my work
throughout." Interestingly, although ND students also generally indicated that support contributed to the
positive nature of their experiences, the support came from multiple sources (i.e. chair, committee members,
friends, family, and other professional colleagues), rather than a singular source. So, no typical pattern of
support emerged for these participants; rather the source of support was variantly dispersed across several
resources within and outside of the participants' academic program.

Factors that contributed to dissertation as negative experience
PD students generally reported experiencing personal struggles with the process of dissertation as factors that
contributed to the negativity of the experience. More specifically, students typically identified difficulty in
participant recruitment for their study. Here, one student reported, "I needed participants to have a specific
diagnosis for my study, and I had a hard time finding willing participants who had the specific diagnosis I needed.
It was frustrating at times."
In contrast, ND students generally cited difficulties with their chair or committee members as reasons why their
dissertation experience was negative. For example, one student indicated:
my chair was manipulative, allowing to me to go to proposal and then he confronted me during my
proposal meeting, indicating that he had instructed me to do certain things in the proposal that he had
not instructed me to do.
This student often felt that she received "mixed messages" from her dissertation chair and that if she made any
decisions on her own, "he would become very angry."

Effect of dissertation
When asked to discuss the effects of the dissertation experience, both PD and ND students discussed effects in
the professional arena. PD students typically identified the positive effect of the experience on their confidence

and their professional activities (e.g. I recently received some positive feedback on my dissertation at a national
conference. It helped me realize my chair and committee were right, it was a big accomplishment, and I feel
more confident in my research skills after this experience.), whereas ND students typically indicated that their
dissertation experience had negatively affected their confidence and professional activities (e.g. I laugh when
people ask me if I am going to publish my dissertation. My committee made sure that I have no confidence in
my writing ability. I am going to become a psychologist and never do research again.).
ND students also generally discussed negative emotional effects of their dissertation experience. Although
students described a number of negative emotions, they often mentioned anger and frustration, and feeling
powerless, fearful, and an overwhelming sense of stress and trauma. One student stated, for instance, "I was
angry with my chair for being so critical and hostile toward me, and angry with committee members for letting it
happen." ND students also typically indicated feeling negatively about their dissertation experience well after
graduation. Here, one student reported, "even a year after the defense and graduation, I still get ticked off; I feel
traumatized and angry." Another student stated, "the alumni association asked me to mentor new students. I
told them to remove my name from all further mailings, I am not interested and I never want to hear from you
again."

Illustrative case examples
In the following section, we provide case examples of participants' positive and negative dissertation
experiences. These cases highlight general and typical findings and include illustrative quotes from participants.

Positive dissertation

As a student, Sue was a research assistant to Dr P (chair) and worked under his supervision in his research lab
with other graduate students. Sue also stated, "he connected me with other opportunities where researchers
were focused on clinical applications of his ideas." Sue felt that her RDSE increased under Dr P's tutelage,
reporting, "I successfully navigated several research projects that helped me feel less overwhelmed by the
prospect of a dissertation." Her dissertation topic was an extension of their research efforts, although Sue
sought to extend the focus of the project by incorporating a theoretical perspective that had not yet been
addressed by Dr P's work. Sue felt supported by Dr P, indicating that "he was lovely, helpful, and truly a mentor
through both my master's thesis and throughout my dissertation experience." The power differences in their
relationship were neutralized by Dr P's collaborative approach with Sue: "He treated me like a junior colleague."
In his only use of power that Sue witnessed, Dr P addressed and resolved an administrative issue that she had
been struggling to resolve. Similar to her relationship with Dr P, Sue's dissertation committee was supportive,
which resulted in a positive relationship. Sue stated, "I felt empowered by my committee ... and one of the
scariest committee members congratulated me at the defense, and offered to help me publish my research."
Sue did report some difficulties in recruiting participants, but felt this struggle was a minor inconvenience that
was consistent with her other research experiences. In regards to why the experience was positive, Sue
emphatically stated, "I would not have made it without the support of my chair." The dissertation experience,
then, had positive effects for Sue: "I learned so much about how to conduct research, about my area of
specialty, and I also learned more about myself and the kind of career path I wanted to take in life."

Negative dissertation

Beth was a research assistant to Dr N (chair) and had a number research experiences with him, also completing
a master's thesis under Dr N's supervision. Interestingly, Beth commented, "I worked very independently as a
research assistant ... and, I was able to figure things out [research], which helped me feel confident in designing
my own study." Despite these experiences, Beth acknowledged that she had some gaps in knowledge,
particularly with regard to statistics. Her dissertation topic was an outgrowth of interests that she had as an

undergraduate: "I was required to write a literature review, so I selected this topic that I knew from my
undergraduate studies. I felt it was a doable project." As Beth progressed in the dissertation research, she
stated, "I felt very alone in the project," which led to a relationship with Dr N that was unhelpful and lacked
support and guidance. Beth indicated, "I could just tell that he [Dr N] was not very interested in my project. I felt
that he did not respond to me, and when he did respond he did not offer much direction or ideas." Beth
characterized the relationship as negative and encountered a similarly difficult relationship with a committee
member, Dr C, who often provided contradictory and highly critical feedback about Beth's dissertation.
Additionally, Dr C also required Beth to meet with his undergraduate students and help them with their work, a
task for which Beth was not paid (nor was it part of her assistantship). Similar to her chair, Dr C was also not
responsive to Beth: "He would set up meetings with me and never show up." Beth reported having one
committee member who was very supportive, but Beth went on to state, "This faculty was an untenured
assistant professor, so she could do little to address the problems with the other committee member." With
regard to the effect of power differences on her dissertation experience, Beth indicated that Dr C used his
position as a professor to make her do tasks for him and "he held my life in his hands." Dr N, in contrast, offered
little assistance in dealing with this situation. Not surprisingly, Beth indicated that the lack of support from Dr N
and the interpersonal difficulties with Dr C made the dissertation a negative experience. As a further example,
Dr C became highly critical of Beth's work during the dissertation defense, during which Dr N did not respond,
nor did he try to mediate the situation. Given these difficult circumstances, Beth indicated her friends and peers
among the few positive aspects of her dissertation. Beth stated, "They [friends] validated my perceptions and
got me through the dissertation. I am not sure that I would have finished without their support." Overall, the
dissertation experience had negative emotional effects on Beth, most notably anger, fear, feelings of
powerlessness, and high levels of stress. Additionally, these feelings continued to persist post-degree and the
experience left Beth feeling "less confident about my ability to conduct research."

Research skills and advisor alliance ratings
Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations for the positive and negative groups, as well as the
intercorrelations among scales for the entire group, on the quantitative measures used in the study. The AWAIS, ATR, and SERM-S were not significantly correlated, so separate statistical analyses were conducted. In
addition, Levene's test for equality of variances between groups on the AWAI-S, ATR, and SERM-S was not
significant, indicating that the assumptions of normality were met.
Table 3. Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for the AWAI-S, ATR, and SERM-S.
2
3
M
SD
1. AWAI-S .14 .27 105.52 27.92
2. ATR
.07 –
15.48 3.56
3. SERM-S –
–
84.12 20.59
Results of t-tests between graduates with positive and negative experiences were not statistically significant for
the ATR, t( 1, 23) = 1.53, p = .14, or SERM-S. These results indicate that graduates who reported having PD
experiences did not have significantly more positive attitudes toward research or higher research self-efficacy
beliefs than graduates who reported having ND experiences.
The t-test was statistically significant for AWAI-S score, t( 1, 23) = 4.47, p = .01, suggesting that graduates who
reported having a PD experience had significantly more positive relationships with their chairs than those who
reported ND experiences.

Discussion
Overall, and as expected, PD and ND participants experienced contrasting dissertation experiences. In the
following discussion, we discuss these findings more fully, focusing on participants' pre-dissertation research
experiences, their positive and negative dissertation experiences, and finally the perceptions of their research
skills and advising relationship.

Pre-dissertation research experiences
Both PD and ND participants described having a number of research experiences with faculty prior to the
dissertation, often working closely with them on research teams or in labs, experiences that participants found
important in the development of their research self-efficacy, confidence, and skills. These formative training
experiences may be an important reason that no quantitative differences were found between PD and ND
participants' attitudes toward research or their research self-efficacy beliefs, a perspective also supported by
prior research (Faghihi et al., [12]; Gelso, [16]; Isaac et al., [29]; Schlosser & Kahn, [44]; Schlosser et al., [45];
Smith et al., [46]). For example, Faghihi et al. ([12]) found that prior research assistantships led to increased
research self-efficacy among doctoral students. Similarly, participants noted that research assistantships,
research teams, or work in labs provided opportunities to learn skills and the practical aspects of the research
process, while under the supervision of a more experienced researcher.
PD participants also talked about the importance of receiving positive feedback and supportive comments
regarding their research skills and the feelings of having successfully navigated research projects. The
acknowledgement of these additional experiences may have been crucial to solidifying participants' beliefs in
their research skills, thus preparing them emotionally for the rigors of a dissertation as well as the independent
nature of the work. Furthermore, PD participants usually collaborated directly with faculty who eventually
became their dissertation chairs. Perhaps these early positive research experiences afforded PD participants an
opportunity to gradually develop a relationship with their chairs and align student-chair research expectations,
which may have helped advisees develop trust in their chairs. No such findings emerged for the ND participants,
suggesting that they did not enjoy the positively nurturing early research environment reported by their PD
peers. The lack of such support may have engendered in the ND participants a sense of uncertainty in their
research skills and work.
When describing experiences that decreased RDSE, PD participants noted struggles with research processes
most often involving statistical analyses or particular research methods, whereas ND participants focused more
on self-criticism and lack of confidence in their research abilities. Thus, PD participants struggled more with taskrelated aspects of completing a dissertation, whereas ND participants struggled more personally with their
research skills, perhaps an indication that they were not receiving the support and encouragement needed to
develop those competencies. Although PD and ND participants' experiences were somewhat dissimilar, neither
experience seems inconsistent with the relatively normal struggles of acquiring research abilities. Perhaps the
key to addressing these decreased research self-efficacy feelings, then, is a mentoring relationship with a faculty
member who is able to detect diminished confidence in a student and seeks to remedy the situation through
support, encouragement, or even additional instruction (Brown, Lent, Ryan, & McPartland, [7]; Faghihi et al.,
[12]; Phillips & Russell, [40]).

Positive and negative dissertation experiences
Topic selection
Although most participants usually had prior experiences with their selected topics before working on their
dissertations, how they came to select their topic was quite different. PD participants' dissertations grew directly

out of or extended earlier research collaborations with faculty advisors who eventually became chairs of their
dissertations. One challenge of the dissertation, then, may have been partially eased by working on a project
that was familiar to the student. When these students faced difficulties in their research, chairs would more
easily be an important asset to problem-solving, given their familiarity with the research area. In contrast, ND
participants chose topics based on experiences from clinical training or their own personal lives. Selection of
dissertation topics by ND participants, then, was independent of earlier research training and collaboration with
faculty and was based on topics that were individually motivating to these participants. Although the decision to
select a topic of personal interest to students has been found to help students maintain their motivation during
the completion of their dissertation project (Germeroth, [19]), it may have also served to isolate our participants
from supervising faculty during their research. For instance, chairs may have been less able to serve as content
or methodology experts in an unfamiliar research area, thus requiring students to educate chairs while also
trying to master the content and research methods themselves, making an already challenging project even
more difficult.

Relationships with chairs

Additional differences emerged between PD and ND participants with regard to their relationships with their
dissertation chairs, differences that support participants' quantitative ratings of advising alliances. Overall, PD
participants felt quite positive about their advising relationships, indicating that chairs were responsive,
supportive, and offered structure and guidance. PD participants acknowledged that chairs were sensitive to their
needs and struggles, and provided specific advice, readings, and feedback that helped participants better
manage the challenges of the dissertation. These kinds of relationships would certainly convey to participants
their chairs' interest in their success, a perspective supported in the literature (Delamont et al., [11]; Gelso, [16];
Kluever, [32]; Knox et al., [35]; Schlosser et al., [45]) and one that bodes well for progress on (Faghihi et al., [12])
and completion of dissertations (Katz, [31]). Interestingly, PD participants noted either little effect of power
differences or believed that chairs appropriately used their power to benefit participants (e.g. mediated
difficulties with committee members). In such circumstances, participants felt grateful toward their chairs for
addressing situations they felt unable to address or change, possibly further enhancing an already positive
relationship.
Markedly different findings emerged for ND participants' relationships with chairs, for they described quite
negative, even hostile, alliances. Also notable in these relationships is the absence of structure and guidance
during the dissertation process, perhaps a further reflection of chairs' lack of investment in the students'
research. Given that students perceive chairs to be key sources of support during the dissertation process (Flynn
et al., [13]; Kluever, [32]), these difficult relationships were possibly disheartening to participants and may have
further isolated them from chairs, a perspective supported by prior research (Knox et al., [35]; Schlosser et al.,
[45]). We were not surprised, then, that participants often expressed uncertainty about how to proceed with
their dissertation, reflecting their difficulty in navigating the more challenging elements of a dissertation, a
finding supported by prior research (Delamont et al., [11]; Flynn et al., [13]; Kluever et al., [33]).
Relatedly, our participants acknowledged that they were not progressing on their dissertations as expected, a
finding also associated with difficult advising relationships (Faghihi et al., [12]; Katz, [31]; Knox et al., [35];
Schlosser et al., [45]). Given the negativity of these relationships, it may not be unexpected that ND participants
felt that their chairs abused power in the relationship. Although our data do not illustrate precisely how the
dissertations were negatively affected, in such a relational environment students are unlikely to initiate a
conversation about what they perceive as a misuse of power, nor the effect that misuse may be having on them
or the project. Prior research, in fact, supports the idea of student silence in difficult relationships with chairs
(Schlosser et al., [45]), for students often seek harmony by remaining silent about concerns even though the
relationship is negatively affecting their personal and professional growth (Heinrich, [25]). These difficult

relationships, then, were comprised of faculty that were described as unsupportive, non-responsive,
unavailable, and who abused power, perhaps leading to ND experiences.

Relationships with committee members
With regard to other committee members, PD participants enjoyed positive and supportive relationships,
although committee members were often minimally involved. These types of working relationships did not
hinder the completion of the dissertation and in most cases seemed to facilitate the completion of the project.
In a sense, committee members stayed out of the way when the project was going well, but remained accessible
and encouraging when their expertise was needed. These dynamics may be the reason that participants
indicated that power differences between themselves and their committee members had no or neutral effects
on the dissertation. Such findings are parallel those of Faghihi et al. ([12]), who found that positive working
relationships between students and committee members corresponded with more rapid completion of their
dissertations, and also of Kluever ([32]), who found that committee members are often minimally involved in
students' dissertations.
In contrast, ND participants' relationships with committee members were mixed. Although most ND participants
experienced positive relationships with one or more committee members, these positive alliances may not have
been enough to mitigate the effects of other negative influences. It is important to recall, as well, that these
participants often experienced difficulties with their chairs; so, additional difficulties with committee members
could have exacerbated an already difficult situation. Similarly, Hinchey and Kimmel ([28]) warned that unequal
balances of power between students and committee members can lead to conflicts and difficulties for students
that may adversely affect student dissertations.

Positive and negative elements of dissertation experiences

Relationships, then, particularly with chairs and other committee members, were an important component that
PD participants believed contributed to their dissertation being positive and enjoyable. Receiving the support
and encouragement of more experienced researchers appeared to help participants' dissertations to progress,
affirming students and their skills. Interestingly, ND participants also believed that support was a component of
the positive aspects of their dissertation experience, although this support largely came from friends, family, and
other professionals outside their institution rather than from their chairs or committee members. Such
marshalling of social supports and resources has been found to be important for dissertation completion in
other investigations, as well (Cao, [8]; Flynn et al., [13]; Green & Kluever, [23]; Lenz, [36]).
The negative elements of the dissertation experience for PD participants involved struggles with the research
process (e.g. recruitment of participants, choosing a topic, balancing other life roles, feeling isolated, and
scheduling a defense meeting). Although these experiences were frustrating in the moment, most were
relatively minor task-related problems and mirrored concerns they encountered in their pre-dissertation
research experiences. Perhaps, the familiarity with these struggles, the support of their chairs and/or
committees, and the knowledge that they could work through these concerns was comforting, for none had
long-lasting negative effects on the participants. Instead, PD participants indicated that their dissertations often
led to publications, conference presentations, and served as a foundation for future research activities, echoing
the findings of Delamont et al. ([11]).
In contrast, all ND participants identified difficulties with their chair and/or committee members as the primary
reason for their dissertation experience being negative and only minimally felt that task-related struggles were a
factor. With chairs who were non-responsive, minimally available, and who provided little guidance, and with
some committee members who were hostile and critical, such poor relationships were disturbing to ND
participants. Moreover, these experiences negatively affected ND participants' research confidence and future

professional activities, for they seldom expressed any intention to publish their research. If accurate, such a
position could be a serious impediment to the dissemination of research findings. Any professional momentum
that these participants may have accrued during their doctoral programs appeared to have been stifled by the
relationships these participants encountered. Furthermore, ND participants also discussed the negative
emotional toll (e.g. anger, frustration, powerlessness, fear, overwhelming stress, and trauma) resulting from
their dissertation experience, feelings which persisted post-degree. The negativity of the dissertation
experiences for ND participants, then, was both professionally and personally debilitating. Such an outcome has
could have important implications for professional psychology.

Perceptions of research skills and advisor alliance
After completing their dissertations, and contrary to our hypotheses, PD and ND participants had equivalent
perceptions of their attitudes toward research and confidence in their research skills. It should be noted that a
causal relationship cannot be inferred in this instance, and the finding solely reflects participants' perceptions
post-dissertation. Nonetheless, such a finding remains surprising, given that many scholars have theorized that
attitudes toward research and research self-efficacy are diminished by negative experiences (e.g. Betz, [3]; Gelso
& Lent, [17]). Prior research has suggested that students' research attitudes and self-efficacy are strongly
influenced during the first few years of graduate school, particularly through early research training (Schlosser &
Gelso, [42]), training that many of our participants received. Perhaps the ND experiences did little to diminish
our participants' attitudes toward and confidence in their research skills. We must note, however, that all of our
participants completed their dissertations and it may well be that students who do not complete dissertations
have quite different attitudes and confidence levels with regard to research.
Discernible differences did emerge for perceptions of advisory working alliances, for PD participants reported
having stronger advisory alliances with their dissertation chairs than ND participants at the time of the
interviews. It is important to note that it remains unclear if the alliances' differences preceded the dissertation
experiences or were perhaps an outcome of the dissertation experiences. However, many researchers have
highlighted the importance of advising relationships between students and dissertation chairs, noting that
dissertation chairs are essential sources of support who often help mediate or negotiate some of the more
difficult elements of a dissertation (e.g. Delamont et al., [11]; Gelso, [16]; Katz, [31]; Kluever, [32]). What may be
important to note here is that perceptions of weak alliances were present at the time of our interviews with
participants who experienced difficult dissertation experiences.

Limitations
The results of this study are based on the experiences of 25 women, who predominately graduated from clinical
psychology programs. As such, the experiences of male students, and those from other types of professional
psychology programs, are not represented. Relatedly, these experiences solely represent the graduates'
perceptions and descriptions and as such would not provide a balanced perspective of the dissertation
experiences. Faculty would likely identify other specific concerns that may be uniquely different than graduates'
descriptions. The quantitative findings reflect participants' perceptions, beliefs, and skills at the time of the
interview, not during or even immediately following their dissertation experiences. Consequently, other
significant events may have affected participants' perceptions of the advising alliances with their chairs, or their
research confidence or skills. In addition, some participants may also have had more developed skills prior to
completing their dissertation. Moreover, the intellectual and research aptitude of students who reported
positive vs. negative experiences might have differed. In regard to the qualitative findings, these reported
experiences are participants' self-reflections based on memory, and are thus subject to distortion or selective
attention. It is also possible that participants sought to present themselves or their experiences in a socially
desirable manner. Finally, we recruited participants who identified their dissertation experiences as either

predominately positive or negative. As such, they may represent extreme variations of an experience that is very
complex and not easily categorized as positive or negative. We accounted for this possibility by interviewing
graduates who had completed their dissertation research and asking participants about both the positive and
negative aspects of their dissertation experiences, but recognize that this query may not have been sufficient.

Implications for dissertation advising and research supervision
Given the importance the dissertation experience has for students' success in their program as well as in their
future career, it seems wise for the chair and the student to build an advising relationship that can withstand the
inevitable difficult aspects of the dissertation. Building this relationship could include a clear discussion of
expectations, as well as a discussion of how to handle disagreements during the project. If conflicts or
disagreements do arise, both student and chair will need to be responsible for resolving the problem. Chairs
might want to recognize, however, that they inherently hold more power in the relationship. Consequently,
chairs may well need to take the initiative in resolving any difficulties. Additionally, chairs and students may
want to refer to their department's policies and procedures for resolving such difficulties, for often these
guidelines can be an important resource in determining how to proceed. In building chair–student relationship,
two findings from the current study could be strongly considered: students had the best dissertation
experiences when they worked with chairs on research projects prior to their dissertation and when the actual
dissertation was an extension of this prior research together. In fact, chairs expect to help develop and shape
students' research ideas, perhaps an indication that chairs anticipate that their prior work together will influence
students' approach toward their dissertations (Knox et al., [34]). This is not to say that students must choose
topics that solely align with their chairs' interests, but both students and chairs will want to be aware of the
influence that chairs expect to have on students' research ideas; thus, they may need to work a bit harder on
communicating expectations (Flynn et al., [13]) and seek to resolve any underlying interpersonal difficulties.
Departments also have an investment in whether dissertation experiences are positive for students. Students
who feel the need to go to non-departmental sources to complete their project, for example, may affect the
quality of the project, the credibility of the program, and likely later evaluation of the program during
accreditation self-studies and visits. As such, departments could seek to assign students to chairs whose
research interests align (Flynn et al., [13]), for this alignment of interests may lead to more productive research
mentoring relationships. Research, however, has yet to ascertain if this is prudent; so, this particular question
(i.e. does interest match between student and chair facilitate good alliance?) awaits further empirical scrutiny.
Recent evidence indicates the importance of student choice in the selection of their dissertation chairs (Barnes
et al., [2]), which may be related to the alignment of student and chair research interests. Additionally,
departments might also closely monitor student and faculty progress on dissertations and offer assistance when
these collaborations are not going well. Finally, it may also be helpful if dissertation chairs, especially those new
to the dissertation process, receive training and mentoring in integrating students into research programs and
facilitating dissertation research. Such a perspective is consistent with the call for increased mentoring generally
in professional psychology (Knox et al., [34]; McCallin & Nayor, 2012).

Implications for future research
Considering that all participants for the current study were women, we need to determine whether these
findings are also consistent with men's experiences, as well as those of other culturally diverse groups.
Information is also needed about early research experiences and their implications for dissertation advising
alliance formation, research self-efficacy development, and quality of dissertation projects. With regard to the
advising alliances, we need to know more about conflicted relationships, the direct causes of such conflicts, and
methods for resolution. Relatedly, our findings indicated that committee relationships also affected the
dissertation experience; so, further illuminating the facilitating and hindering contributions of committee

members would be useful. Finally, given the difficult emotions experienced by students who had negative
experiences, it may be useful to query if these experiences were actually harmful to students. For instance, do
negative experiences effect the professional development, career choices, or even quality of the dissertation? If
so, under what conditions might faculty have an ethical responsibility to review our thinking, processes, and
procedures regarding students' dissertation experiences?

Appendix 1. Qualitative protocol
Positive and negative dissertation experiences
Opening questions:
•
•
•

Please describe some of the research experiences (e.g. involvement in research activities) you had in
your graduate program prior to your dissertation.
Please describe your overall feelings about conducting research while you were in graduate school.
Please comment on the experiences that increased/decreased your overall research self-efficacy in
graduate school.

Dissertation experience questions:
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How did you select your dissertation topic?
Having already discussed your overall feelings about research, now comment more specifically on
your feelings about your dissertation.
You commented earlier about experiences that affected your overall research self-efficacy in
graduate school. Please comment now on the experiences that increased/decreased your
dissertation research self-efficacy in graduate school.
Please describe your relationship with your dissertation chair (i.e. committee member most pivotal
to guiding you through the dissertation process; may or may not have been your assigned academic
advisor).
How, if at all, did this relationship change/evolve as you worked on your dissertation?
Please describe how, if at all, any power differences between you and your chair affected your
dissertation experience.
Please describe your relationship with your dissertation committee.
How, if at all, did this relationship change/evolve as you worked on your dissertation?
Please describe how, if at all, any power differences between you and your committee affected your
dissertation experience.
In addition to what you may have discussed (above), please tell us what specific factors contributed
to your dissertation being a positive/negative experience.
Please describe one specific incident which best typifies how/why your dissertation experience was
positive/negative.
Even if your dissertation experience was largely positive/negative, there may well have been some
negative/positive elements. Please discuss.
How, if at all, does your dissertation experience continue to affect you today?

Closing question:
•

How has this interview affected you?
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